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Preface
This book is a project document
that records the whole thinking
process of the Dress Your Chair
Project. In addition to showing
what this project is about, this
book also shows other projects
that either lead to the final
Dress your Chair project or result from the project. The core
behind the project is my passion
for upholstery and my curiosity
about how upholstery shapes furniture identity.
The first chapter shows the body
of the collection and also the
story behind it.
And in the next following chapters, each chapter shows one big
step moving forward, showing how
I reach the final Dress your
Chair collection.

identities for furniture and
the initial interest in upholstery works.
The third chapter shows how I
understand upholstery and how I
connected it with apparel. It’s
also a journey exploring the
removable upholstery for furniture from a structural perspective.
In Chapter four, you can see
several experiments showing my
exploration of other materials
and forms of upholstery. Upholstery is never only about foam
and fabric.
However, this is just a start.
In chapter six, the question
is “What’s next?”. Maybe a new
story and a new collection?

The second chapter shows my
first project indicating the
hidden passion for creating new
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MFA in Furniture Design
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Abstract
I’m a furniture designer with fashion and engineering background. In my design work, I value
creating identities for furniture. Furniture is
creatures like other living things on this planet. They have their emotion and expectation of
the world. They eager to participate in our daily life. I’m interested in building interactive relationships between furniture, humans,
and the surrounding environment. I hope to create an environment where we and our furniture
respect, love, and take care of each other. And
during the interaction process, furniture enhances their unique identities.
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Upholstery is the dress for furniture. As apparel for humans,
upholstery has the power to shape the identity of furniture.
By changing different upholsteries, furniture will have fresh
identities that bring vitality to both the furniture itself and
the surrounding environment. And during the process of changing
“cloth” for furniture, people will build a deeper relationship
with the furniture they already have.

11

Chapter One

CHAIRR’S
STORY
BORN OF DRESS YOUR CHAIR COLLECTION
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Chapter One: Chairr’s Story: Born of Dress Your Chair Collection
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A Small Talk
One day, at my apartment, I saw a chair sitting
near the window, facing the outside world.

It was a sunny Saturday. In the quiet city of
Providence, this is a lively neighborhood. Two
musicians on the street are playing drums that
I can’t name, with an enthusiastic rhythm.
Three to five listeners are sitting around on
small stools. They applaud the musicians from
time to time, along with the ups and downs of
the rhythm. In response to the audience, the
stools which they are sitting on crunched to
participate. There is a restaurant near the
corner of the street. The waiter takes out several identical cups and pours juices of different colors into them. Gudong, Gudong, the
cup suddenly becomes lively. The waiter in the
street restaurant takes out the sky-blue outdoor tables and chairs, putting a small vase
on the table with a flower in it. A gust of
wind blows by and tells a secret joke, making
the petals tremble gently. Occasionally, the
calls of birds can be heard, but they are very
mysterious. They hide in the trees and cannot
be seen. The white pigeons walk in the middle
of the road in twos and threes, occasionally
pecking at the cracks. This stone road seemed
to them like a huge biscuit studded with small
particles.
“A lively beautiful Saturday,” I thought to myself.
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I retracted my gaze and looked at the chair
again. I saw it still stand quietly by the window while it watched all these things happen.
Suddenly I felt its boredom and a trace of unnoticeable sadness.
“What happened?” I asked,
“Nothing happened.” It said, “and that’s the
problem.”
“It’s a beautiful Saturday. But as a chair,
every day is no difference.”
How does an ordinary chair enjoy an extraordinary life?
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Chapter One: Chairr’s Story: Born of Dress Your Chair Collection

Chapter
One: One:
A Small
Talk: Story:
Born ofBorn
Chairr’s
Story
Chapter
Chairr’s
of Dress
Your Chair Collection
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The life of a piece of furniture is a journey. Like all other creatures on
the planet, they desire to enjoy this changeable world. Who says they
must be the same until discarded?
I wish my friends, my furniture, could enjoy the excitement of life,
their own life.
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Chairr’s Story
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Chairr and their friends live in a big house.

Hello World!
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As a chair, everyday is the same.

Same place, same cloth...

Alas...
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“This is not how life shoud be.“

Until one day...
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A magical closet, Ms. Gai, showed up.

This changed the lives of everyone in the house...
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Tomorrow become an exciting word. Every day is different now.

Look, I’m blooming too!
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This is a little story about the new life of Chairr and their friends.
Let’s get together to see some happy moments in their small world.
Other characters will show up in the following chapters!
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... when story comes true...
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Dress Your Chair
Collection
40

Chapter One: Chairr’s Story: Born of Dress Your Chair Collection

What is the reason for
throwing away a chair? The
style does not fit in the
room anymore? Or the upholstery is broken? The idea of
the Dress Your Chair project
is to design a series of upholstery works for a single
common chair, like the IKEA
ADDE Chair, which is accessible and easy to assemble.
The upholstery can be put on
and taken off as easily as
apparel for humans. During
the process of changing apparel for our furniture, we
build closer relationships
with the things we already
have.

Chapter One: Chairr’s Story: Born of Dress Your Chair Collection
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Spring Dress
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Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

Inspired by the fashion industry seasons,
the Dress Your Chair
upholstery series includes three seasonal
clothes for the IKEA
ADDE chair. The spring
dress is inspired by
blooming flowers in
spring. This piece
adds a romantic feeling to the chair and
space.

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection
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Spring Dress

48

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

49

50

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

51

52

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

53

Autumn
Jumpsuit
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Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

For the autumn jumpsuit, with the classic
houndstooth pattern
fabric, the suit gives
the chair and space an
elegant formal look.
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Winter
Teddy Coat
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Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

For winter, the Teddy
coat designed for the
chair provides a cozy
and comfortable seating experience.

Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection
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Summer
Beach Dress
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Chapter Two: The Dress Your Chair Collection

The summer collection
is a little bit different from others.
Inspired by the beach
holiday in summer,
Cane and natural raffia are used instead
of foam and fabric,
bringing a natural,
relaxed, and lightweight feeling to the
chair and space.
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Chapter Two

WHERE IT
ALL STARTS:
A COSTUME FOR A LAMP
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Tiger’s Story

This is my friend
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Tiger !
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Tiger is an orange Lamp.
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His dream is to be as strong as a tiger.

He is unhappy about his thin figure and always with his head down.

He works out, drinks protein shakes, and puts a lot of effort into his dream.
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But things didn’t go well.

I might need to give up
my dream.

May be we can ask Ms.Gai
for help!

Factory setting is a powerful enemy.
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Ms.Gai gave him a magical costume.

Tiger was so happy because he looks stong when wearing it.
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In order to be real stong, you
still need two more things:
courage and confidence.
Apparel can make us the hero we want to be.
But it’s us who decide who we really are.
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... the project behind the story...
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An Accident

When I passed by the Bank
building one day, I saw
Ned was fixing a sewing
machine. When it was
done, he used some rags
to test it. It came up
to that the upper lines
were so much tighter
than the lower strings.
The test line ended up
with a little curve
and generated a small
3D texture on the fabric. It interested me.
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Experiment

Then I did some material tests based on the
difference in the upper and lower strings’
tightness. I also found
some fabrics could wrinkle easily while others
not, so I tried to add
layers of different fabric to see the possible
effect: elastic, thick,
thin, knit, plain…, and
tried to sew different patterns instead
of just straight lines.
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Form
"When dressing on it, anything in your home could be a tiger!"

“How to make these small pieces of fabric which have 3D textures into a
3D object?“
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Making
Process
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When I was doing this
project, I have no
idea what upholstery
means. I also didn’t
intend to link my design with apparel on
purpose.
I also didn’t realize
why I tried to create a new powerful and
energetic identity for
the object who wore
this costume.

However, this unconscious design action
shows the true interest and passion in my
heart.
These interests and
passions are seeds of
my design thinking.
Two years later, it
will emerge from the
ground.

The reason behind the
design was so simple
and straightforward:
making a costume for a
lamp is so fun!
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A question

Chapter Three

WHAT IS 
UPHOLSTERY:

Ned: What is Upholstery?

THE DRESS FOR FURNITURE
Yumeng: Dress for furniture!
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In the 2019 winter session of RISD, I took the
course: Exploring Upholstery From The Basics To
The Extreme taught by Nathaniel Smith. On the
first day of the class, the first question Ned
asked us was:
“What is the upholstery? “
“Dress for furniture,” I answered without hesitation.
In that course, I learned various materials and
techniques in furniture upholstery, from traditional to modern. Times flew. Then it was time
to think about the final project. The final
project required each of us to design a whole
new piece from frame to upholstery. When I was
thinking about the final project, the question
came to me:
“What is upholstery?”
“Dress for furniture.”
“Then what is the dress for furniture?” I asked
myself.
It was the first time I connected apparel and
upholstery, fashion and furniture directly. And
the moment when I connected these areas together, I found the deep excitement in my heart.
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I started from one most noticeable difference
between apparel and upholstery.
Wearable.
Apparels are easy to take on and off. While upholstery usually not. They are usually attached
to the frame.
“How to make upholstery wearable?”
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Mapping
Fashion into Furniture

I hate and love fashion so much at
the same time. I hate the noise
and waste in the fashion industry,
but at the same time, I so much
love the energy and passion it
brings to the world.
When I think about fashion and
furniture together, I’m not thinking about using the techniques or
skills that I learned in fashion
but about bringing energy and passion into the furniture industry.
The question is, HOW?
How can I let people feel the same
excitement when shopping for a
chair as they shop for a pair of
shoes?
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(1) One people wear different
dresses for different purposes.

(2) One apparel can be dressed
on different people for different
occasions.

(3) Apparel is made up of more
than only the fabric.

How about one frame suits for
different upholstery? Here what
I mean by upholstery is not just
like covers for the sofa. Instead, it combines all things
like foam, webbing, and cloth
that provide functional and aesthetic use. Therefore, when
changing the upholstery on the
frame, we can change the shape,
the seat’s hardness, and even
functions.

Can upholstery do this also? Make
one upholstery that suits different frames in different shapes and
materials, such as wood, metal,
fiberglass?

Similarly, if I use other structural materials like foam in the
cover-making process, I can easily change the furniture’s look
by just changing the upholstery.

Will it change the style or even
the function when the frame is
different?

Apparel has different styles.
Tights, oversize, crop…
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When I learn upholstery, one
sentence I remember most is
“pull it tight.” Will upholstery
always be tight? How about a
piece of oversize upholstery?

(4) Recycled
Vintage apparel/secondhand apparel is a powerful market.

Then how about vintage/secondhand upholstery? I saw in the
upholstery class that when vintage furniture gets repaired,
people often keep the frame and
replace the upholstery. If the
upholstery is easy for us to
change and select, will the furniture have more opportunities
to be recycled and reused?
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The Wearable Upholstery Project
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In this project, I research and experiment from a structure
point to study how to separate the whole furniture into frame,
foam, and covers. Each part can be dressed on the chair as easily as cloth for humans.

The piece could be easily disassembled and assembled on site.
Parts adding on and taking off provide a new using (seating)
experience or fulfills new functional needs.
Multi-functions.
Easy to carry.
Easy to store and wash.
Taken-off parts could be recycled.
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Plans for Chair No.1
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Frame
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Undergarment
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Undergarment
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Dress
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Final
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Final
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Review
Here are some aims I wanted to achieve in Chair No.1:
(Achieved). The piece could be easily disassembled and assembled. The structure is separated into three parts: frame (for
support), foam (for comfortable), and dress (for look).
(More foam prototype needed). Based on customer needs, the foam
could be changed for shapes and seating experience (some people like hard foam for more support, others like sinking into a
chair.)
(More dress prototype needed). Dress could be changed for different situations: change for seasons - summer and winter for
different patterns and colors; change for occasions: festival
dresses and party dresses. The piece could be used without a
dress.
(Re-design the frame). Multi-functions. The frame itself could
be used as a single piece.
(Achieved). Easy to carry and change.
(Achieved). Easy to store and wash.
(Achieved). Recycle.
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Next Step of Experiment
Material
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Chapter Four

TRANSLATION:
EXPERIMENTS ON UPHOLSTERY MATERIALS
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Experiment
Upholstery, the dress
for furniture, is never
only a story of fabric.
Snow in Memory and Mesh
Hug are two experiments
of different materials
and structures of upholstery. In the Mesh
Hug chair, metal meshes are used as a special fabric, with the
draping method commonly
used in cloth making to
shape the whole chair.
The experiment is a
celebration of the new
possibility of upholstery. The upholstery
itself could be structural enough to be a
piece. And for the Snow
in Memory piece, hand
tufting skills used in
making rugs are used in
upholstery which tells
a story of snow in my
memory of my hometown.
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MESH HUG
Armchair

1070 mm x 560 mm x 810 mm
Metal fence
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INSPIRATION
Steel fences often bring
feelings of cold and
isolation, while fabric conveys warmth and
a sense of protection.
But similar to fabric,
steel fence is malleable and can be easily shaped and cut by
hand. In this project,
I am curious about how
steel fences could be
dealt with as another
kind of fabric, with
draping techniques commonly used in clothes
making, serving as both
the structure and the
upholstery for an armchair, adding warmth and
enthusiasm to a space.
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When under pressure,
the layers of wire on
the surface will wrap
around the body, providing extra support
and comfort. It’s like
the chair is hugging
you from the back. People can also sit with an
open posture, as if they
are ready to hug someone else. The chair fits
one person but is also
designed to accommodate
an adult and a child. It
can be used in both indoor and outdoor areas.
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PRODUCTION / REALIZATION TECHNOLOGY:
This handmade chair is
made up of two kinds of
mesh fencing and zip
ties.
Draping
method in fashion is used
in the realization of
the project to add layers, providing enough
strength for the whole
piece and also shaping
it. Whereas finer wire
is used on seating area
to do the upholstery
work to increase seating comfort, 19-gauge
diameter mesh is used
to support the overall
structure. Zip ties are
not only for decoration
but also used as seams
that hold all layers of
mesh fencing together.
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Making
Process

The first time I saw
the mesh fence, somehow I knew it was my
hug shape chair’s body.
I did experiments to
test out how to build
a stable enough structure with such flexible
material. I failed over
and over. Then I laid
the material in front
of me and let my chair
talk with it. Listening
to the talk, I realize
why this fabric is special—mesh fence is as
flexible as the fabric
that is easy to shape.
So I decided to let go of
the techniques used in
building furniture and
take mesh as a unique
fabric. Then I chose
the draping method in
fashion pattern making to shape the chair.
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Snow in Memory
Chair

Metal, Wool
Hand Tufting

148

Chapter Four: Translation: Experiments on Upholstery Materials

Chapter Four: Translation: Experiments on Upholstery Materials

149

INSPIRATION

In this project, I tried
to use tufting as a tool
to help me ‘paint’ a
story on a metal frame.
A story about the snow
in my memory. I was born
and grew
up in the northern part
of China. It would be
minus 30 degrees Celsius in winter, and
the whole world was
covered with snow. It
sounds cold. However,
in my memory, the snow
is warm and soft. This
feeling comes
from the moment I stay
in a warm house with
my family, from the
joy I feel when I play
snowball fight with my
friends, and from a
tasty hot soup
my grandma often cooked
on a snowy day.
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With this feeling, I
tried to describe the
scene of snow in my
mind then
applied it to this tufting work. In my memory,
after the heavy snowfall, the bare branches
seemed to bloom thousands
of
snow-white
flowers. Some
branches have formed
tree hangings, narrowing the distance between the tree and the
ground.
When
viewed
from afar, the exposed
branches turned into
simple lines, outlining the landscape. When
walking closer,
near the trunk, I can
see each snowflake’s
shape, which is the
most delicate petal in
nature.
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Making
Process
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I enjoy the process
of experimenting. It’s
like playing hide and
seek with the initial
idea in my mind. I head
freely in any direction
I am interested in until
I found the lost link of
my design. The process
of experimentation allows me to explore furniture’s personalities.
After I finally understand the talks between
the initial idea and
materials, I can find
the path to bringing my
design into real life.
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Chapter Five

WHAT IS 
NEXT:
SKETCHES ABOUT THE FUTURE
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Chapter Five: What’s Next
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Plan 1: Go Beyond Chairs
Story of Lady Bookshelf
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Lady Bookshelf
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“LOOK! Chairr’s newest Teddy coat. So cute!”
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Dress your shelf?

172

Chapter One: Chairr’s Story: Born of Dress Your Chair Collection

Chapter One: Chairr’s Story: Born of Dress Your Chair Collection

173

Plan 2: Go Beyond Dress
Furniture Jewelry & Accessories
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Jewelry for Human

What is jewelry for Furniture?

Jewellery or jewelry consists of decorative
items worn for personal adornment, such as
brooches, rings, necklaces, earrings, pendants,
bracelets, and cufflinks. Jewellery may be attached to the body or the clothes. [1]
Many items of jewellery, such as brooches and
buckles, originated as purely functional items,
but evolved into decorative items as their
functional requirement diminished.[2]

Functional or decorative items that can be attached to furniture, which help shape the identity for furniture.

Accessories for Human
Fashion accessories can be loosely categorized
into two general areas: those that are carried
and those that are worn. [3]
The type of accessory that an individual chooses to wear or carry to complement their outfit
can be determined by several factors, including
the specific context of where the individual is
going.[4]

[1] Wikipedia contributors. (2021, May 25). Jewellery. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Jewellery#cite_note-kingfisherhistory-8
[2] Holland, J. 1999. The Kingfisher History Encyclopedia. Kingfisher books.
[3] Valerie Cumming; C. W. Cunnington; P. E. Cunnington (15 November 2010). The Dictionary
of Fashion History. Berg. p. 1. ISBN 978-1-84788-533-3. Retrieved 9 January 2012.
[4] “Clothing & Accessories”. National Museum of American History. Retrieved 2018-08-27.
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At the End: A

This is a class game I
did with fourteen participants. In five minutes,
they can add any elements
shown on the board to the
chair in the middle. And

182

Game

at the end of the game, they
use one sentence to describe
their “new” chair.
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“Chain the cloud”

“This is a puffer”

“Less is more”

“My chair is a boho style
chair with many bangles and
caning on the back and bottom.“
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“Metamorphosis soft
chair.”
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“Hairy chair attempts to
soften the interaction
between hard plastic and
the users experience.“

“Summer chair that is
ready for warm weather.”

“Minimalism!”

“This chair is an outdoor
chair and must be prepared
for all seasons (big hat,
warm foot warmers, seat cushion, etc).“
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“A very sunny chair is
running on the beach.”
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“Springtime chair and
footstool”
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“Burdened chair”
“I was so amazed and excited to see how participants enjoy themselves when doing this small game.
I was also impressed by the way people dressed
their chairs and gave them various personalities and identities. And when they described their
chair, it sounded like they were telling a story of
their friends. I felt the relationship between the
chair and the people who dress them. Also, I found
“This chair is flamboyant
and flashy like a rapper in
a music video.”

that jewelry and accessory are essential parts of
shaping furniture identities from this game. ”
-Yumeng
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Yumeng Gai
Rhode Island School of Design
MFA in Furniture Design
Graduated in 2021

I’m a furniture designer with fashion and engineering background. In my design work, I value
creating identities for furniture. Furniture is
creatures like other living things on this planet. They have their emotion and expectation of
the world. They eager to participate in our daily life. I’m interested in building interactive relationships between furniture, humans,
and the surrounding environment. I hope to create an environment where we and our furniture
respect, love, and take care of each other. And
during the interaction process, furniture enhances their unique identities.
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